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Since the demise of the Soviet Union, and creation of the Russian Federation in
1992, the fishing industries of the Russian Far East (RFE) have undergone dramatic
change.1 The Soviet Union was once the world’s top fishing nation, and the fleets of
the RFE produced some 70% of the total catch, which peaked in 1988 and 1989 at
more than ten million metric tons (mmt). Current production is closer to 4.5 mmt, or
about three-quarters of the volume of America’s Pacific fisheries (including Alaska).
Conversion from a command economy, where the Communist Party set produc-
tion targets,2 to a market economy continues to occur throughout the industry. This
conversion is accompanied by large-scale privatization of the capital resources of
the country. Because the economic restructuring occurred largely as a result of the
Soviet state’s worsening financial condition, there has been little government aid
available to struggling state enterprises, which previously made up the bulk of the
fisheries production capacity, and little financial assistance available to the newly-
constituted private enterprises.
This financial pinch initially has had several effects. One was a shortage of fuel,
which kept many vessels in port. For example, in Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky in
1993, dozens of trawlers, crabbers, and processors lay at the dock or anchored in
scenic Avacha Bay due to a lack of fuel. Another was an inability to replace obsolete
harvesting and processing equipment. At a time when Japanese importers were pay-
ing handsome prices for quality frozen sockeye salmon, Russian processors were
forced to salt or can their fish for the low-priced domestic market—if they could
even obtain sufficient cans or salt to do the job.
However, Russian entrepreneurs soon devised creative financing schemes, or
entered into various kinds of joint ventures with foreigners. Fuel supplies are now
adequate (in part because of purchases from Alaska), production is increasing, and
revitalization of the industry is underway. In Kamchatka, fish production in 1995
was up 33% from the previous year, contributing to a 15% increase in overall indus-
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trial productivity.3 Changes in the financial structure of those industries have pro-
vided for technological changes. At the same time, new resource management and
allocation challenges have emerged. This paper outlines some of the changes that
have taken place in the fisheries of the RFE since 1991.
Inshore Fisheries
The RFE’s most important inshore fishery is for salmon. Russian salmon operations
are conducted in near-shore waters, either inside or adjacent to river mouths. Most
of the catch is comprised of relatively low-value species; of a 124,000 ton average
annual catch, about 88,000 tons is pink salmon, and another 20,000 tons is chum
salmon. Typically, total RFE salmon production is one-third to one-half the volume
of Alaska’s.
Individually-owned fishing vessels, such as those which dominate U.S. fisher-
ies, are virtually unknown in the RFE. Beginning in Soviet times, harvesting of
salmon and most other species has been done by local kolkhozi, or “collective
farms.” Kolkhozi fishermen often participated in a succession of fisheries through
the year, including bottomfish in the spring, salmon in summer, and crab in the fall.
They might also hunt bears, trap, and pick berries and mushrooms. A kolkhoz had
exclusive rights to all, or a pre-determined share of the run in a particular river sys-
tem. Some kolkhozi operated their own processing plants; others had contracts to
supply local collective processing plants. Fishermen were paid a share of the value
of the catch, but that value was set at an artificially low level. Despite low prices for
their catch, RFE fishermen were among the best paid workers in the country.4
Two styles of fishing technology continue to dominate RFE salmon fisheries;
the floating fish trap (often mistakenly called “setnet”), and the in-river beach seine,
usually deployed from an outboard-powered skiff. Both gear types are low-cost and
capable of producing high-quality raw product for the processor. During Soviet
times nearly all production was for domestic consumption or export to satellite
countries, and most salmon was canned or dry salted, in part because those products
kept well without expensive refrigeration.
Privatization caused some of the more remote, or less efficient, kolkhozi to
cease operations or to produce such poor returns that workers could not be paid. In
Kamchatka, for example, only four of the original eleven kolkhozi continue in opera-
tion.5 In 1995 it was estimated that 25% of all fisheries workers in Kamchatka were ei-
ther unemployed or working without payment.6 Because the kolkhoz provides benefits
aside from salaries, including housing and medical care, workers may find it in their
interest to continue working even if they are not receiving cash compensation.
Even as some kolkhozi have failed, new private firms have sprouted and pros-
pered. Despite interest rates which have exceeded 100%, and taxes which, according
to popular account, approach 90%, businessmen are borrowing, managing, and mak-
ing a profit. In the salmon industry, small business got a boost from a law passed in
March of 1991, which gave private businesses access to the salmon resource. Now
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independent companies compete with kolkhozi for quotas. It is not possible to deter-
mine exactly how many new fisheries firms now operate in the RFE, but by all ac-
counts the number has grown significantly.
Interestingly, salmon harvesting technology has not changed much, with the trap
and beach seine still dominating. One American entrepreneur has introduced Alas-
kan-style purse seiners to the Kamchatka fishery, but the Russian enterprises so far
seem to be sticking with the tried and true.
Offshore Fisheries
Soviet trawler fleets once scoured the world’s oceans, producing cheap food for the
U.S.S.R. Though productive, Soviet fleets were not necessarily efficient, relying on
heavy inputs of cheap fuel, machinery, and labor. Just as many kolkhozi fell on hard
times during the early years of economic restructuring, so did large state conglomer-
ates such as fleet bases, which operated factory trawlers, harbors repair facilities and
processing plants, and employed thousands of workers. Several fleet bases have re-
portedly closed their doors and sold off their ships, or left them to rust away at
quays and on beaches.7 In their place emerged new private companies, many of them
owned or managed by officials of the old state firms. They have acquired quotas,
built or modernized processing plants, and many have engaged in export sales.
Because distant-water fisheries are quite capital- and fuel-intensive, and be-
cause many coastal nations have extended their coastal fisheries jurisdictions, the
new RFE fleets are concentrating on the offshore waters bordering Russia. Indeed, it
is the opinion of some scientists and economists that Russia’s own near-coastal wa-
ters were actually under-utilized.
Apparently offshore fishermen adopt technological change more quickly than
their salmon-fishing brethren, and longline gear is to some extent displacing the
more fuel-inefficient trawl net where it is appropriate for the target stocks. Where
capital has been available, the new enterprises have installed modern processing
equipment. For example, one recently incorporated private fishing company on
southern Sakhalin Island has formed a partnership with a prominent kolkhoz and, by us-
ing capital raised through barter arrangements and profits from a partner’s computer
business, built a new canning operation, and completely rebuilt an antiquated freezer
plant. This same company has ties to at least one other kolkhoz which is currently
building a 180 foot catcher-processor. This is a company which is less than three
years old, and whose principle owners had no previous fishing industry experience.8
Smoked and vacuum-packed frozen products have begun appearing in Russian
supermarkets, while at the same time processors and traders have worked hard to
sell their products in the very demanding Japanese market and elsewhere.
Economic Revitalization
The economic engine driving this revitalization is the export market, specifically the
Japanese market, and the king crab fishery in particular.9 The new companies tend to
be involved in several fisheries, and if king crab is part of the mix, the companies
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tend to be successful. Even by selling at ex-vessel prices well below what their
American competitors receive, Russian crabbers tend to generate profits. Other prof-
itable exports include halibut (which in Soviet times was only by-catch in trawl fish-
eries), pollock, cod, salmon roe, and sometimes salmon itself.
However, entry into the profitable export fisheries requires capital. Hyper-infla-
tion wiped out the savings of fishing enterprises just when they required cash to
modernize. By late 1992 many were seeking foreign investors or partners. Only a
few were successful. Others raised capital by a variety of means; some sold stock,
some formed partnerships with state agencies to broker raw materials, and some cre-
ated innovative business relationships.
Owners of the above-mentioned young fishing company on Sakhalin Island saw
barter as the solution to their capital needs. They had acquaintances who ran a large
steel mill in the Urals. The mill had steel it could not sell due to the downturn in
Russian manufacturing, and at the same time needed sources of food for its workers.
A deal was struck; the mill advanced steel, which the fishing company sold to an
export market. The fishing company invested the cash in vessels and processing fa-
cilities, and agreed that within two years it would deliver a like value of canned
salmon. In the fall of 1995 the fishing company, in partnership with the kolkhoz, had
completed construction of a new cannery in anticipation of fulfilling its side of the
agreement with the 1996 pack.10
Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, Dutch, German, Norwegian, and American com-
panies have formed partnerships with Russian firms to gain access to the RFE’s fish-
eries riches. The capital and access to new markets have given the Russian industry
a boost unlike anything seen there before. At trade shows and in shipyards in the
U.S. and elsewhere, Russian fishing companies spend millions of newly-earned or
borrowed dollars.  Sakhalin fishing companies recently purchased sixteen boats
worth $24 million.11
Fisheries Allocation
As the motivation to harvest the sea has changed from meeting the food production
goals of the central planners to making profits for owners and stockholders, the
competition for resources has heated up. Dozens of new fishing companies have
formed, while the fisheries resources remain vast, but limited. Allocations are deter-
mined by an arcane process involving a handful of agencies and the central govern-
ment in Moscow.
Nearly all fishery management in Russia is based on harvest quotas, which nor-
mally are issued free to Russian companies through an elaborate allocation system.
Biologists with the various regional branches of Pacific Ocean Research Institute of
Fisheries and Oceanography (TINRO) determine allowable catch levels, based on
test fishing and other indicators. TINRO makes overall quota recommendations to
the Committee of Fisheries (part of the Ministry of Agriculture) in Moscow, which
allocates quotas to regional authorities. Fishing companies then apply to the re-
gional fisheries administration, stating the quantity requested and offering a justifi-
cation for the allocation. Enterprises may be favored if they are owned by Natives, if
they employ large numbers of people, or if they in some other way provide benefits
to the region. After an annual application deadline, a committee made up of fisheries
10 Alexander Petrovich Bolderev, general director, fishing company Dalkonverst, Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk,
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research, enforcement, administration, and conservation organizations meets to des-
ignate numerical allocations. The committees may have to reallocate quota from an
older enterprise to a new one if sufficient justification is presented.
The TINRO branches charge fishing enterprises for the research conducted to
make quota recommendations. Going a step further, in Sakhalin the regional TINRO
branch, SakhNIRO, has formed a corporation, called TINAR, with the Sakhalin
Fisheries Association, allocating “research” fishing quotas to member companies of
the association and then splitting the profits resulting from the sales of the research
catch.12 Ostensibly, the proceeds are dedicated to furthering the agency’s scientific
goals.
Privately, some biologists worry that segments of the industry may already be
building capacity in excess of what the stocks can support. In particular, there is
concern about pollock stocks (the traditional mainstay of the Far Eastern fleets) in
both the Okhotsk and Bering Sea. Russia has essentially closed the “Peanut Hole” in
the center of the Okhotsk to pollock fishing. However, in general, the official view
is that the future of the industry is rosy, and that the new vessels are only replacing
the old fleets now rusting on beaches up and down the coast.
Much has been spoken and written about corruption in the RFE fisheries.  A
number of American companies have tried to operate in the RFE; some have pros-
pered and others failed. Those which could not make a go of it usually cited corrup-
tion by Russian authorities or dishonest Russian partners as the cause of their prob-
lems. Clearly businesses play by different rules there, if indeed by any rules at all,
but it is also evident that some American companies went there naively, expecting to
make a killing in the “wild east.” It is also probably true that early in the reshuffle
certain Russian officials lined their pockets by selling permits or quotas to resources
which more recently Russian fishermen have succeeded in reserving for themselves.
Conclusion
Compared to the mature and relatively orderly fisheries of the U.S., the RFE indus-
try is in a period of rapid and dramatic change. The new Russian entrepreneurs are
breaking into markets previously controlled by Americans, and this is affecting
prices paid for some products, such as king crab and halibut. On the other hand,
change has not come as quickly as some observers had predicted, and the effects of
Russian salmon on world markets, for example, has so far been less than many had
expected. The huge and gradually more affluent domestic market is absorbing much
of the RFE’s fisheries output. Russian industrialists will continue to pour cash into
the fisheries as long as the fisheries continue to produce attractive returns, and at
present it seems that will be the case for some time to come.
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